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The Levels and Discrepancies of America’s Fear of Terrorism
Kate Lindfors
Department of Political Science, Chapman University; Orange, California
Introduction to Research
• This study explores how America’s general
perception of terrorism has faced inaccuracies due
to an inflated sense of fear and a misplacement of
the perceived threats.
• Terrorism and counterterrorism have been presented
as central focal points of U.S. security interests and
foreign policy for decades.
• The influence of the topic spans far beyond
political policy.
• The politically motivated representation of terrorism
in the media encourages political polarization in the
public’s perceptions and responses to it.

Hypotheses:
H1: Individuals’ go-to media outlets play a role in the inflation and deflation of their fear of terrorism and the
threat it may pose to them.
H2: The media sources individuals pay attention to impact their fear of both right-wing and left-wing extremists.
H3: The media sources individuals pay attention to impact their fear of Jihadi extremists.

Data
H 1:

H 2:

Misplacement of the Threat
• The predominant threats of terrorism are typically
misplaced by the public.
• America focuses largely on international, and
particularly Jihadi, threats.
• From 2002 to 2017, 5.2% of identified perpetrators
were non-citizens and 94.8% were American
citizens.
• 89.5% of perpetrators who were noncitizens were
American-born.
• Jihadi-inspired attacks were the least common
incident in the United States from 2002 to 2017.
• The greatest threats to U.S. security from 2002 to
2017 stemmed from the far-right and far-left.
• 49.6% of incidents of terrorism in the U.S. were
attributed to the far-right.
• 32% of incidents of terrorism were attributed to
the far-left.
• The threat of Islamist terrorism has been more
influential in public opinions and policies.

Table 1: Media and Fear of Terrorism

H 1: Media’s Role in America’s Fear of Terrorism
Table one shows that multiple media sources, including
national newspapers, CNN, daytime talk shows, and social
media, play a role in altering the public’s perception of
terrorism and the threat it may pose to them. This data also
shows that, while some media outlets (national newspapers)
typically decrease viewers’ overall concern for the threat of
terrorism, other outlets (CNN, daytime talk shows, and social
media) tend to contribute to an increase in their viewers’ fear
levels.

H 2: Media’s Role in America’s fear of Left and
Right-Wing Extremists

Inflation of Fear
• Americans appear to possess a disproportionately
heightened fear of terrorism.
• This perception does not appear to reflect the
actual threat that terrorism poses to America.
• Trend lines indicated an overall decrease in
terrorism-related incidents from 2002 to 2017.
• Public discourse and media coverage surrounding
terrorism in the U.S. have failed to accurately
portray the threat.
• Individuals are less likely to rate terrorism as an
essential threat to safety and security after being
presented with factual information regarding the
threat it poses.
• Media plays a crucial role in our perception of
terrorism because it is a generally foreign subject.
• Frequent exposure to TV news was linked to a
greater perceived personal and public risk of
terrorism.

Findings

Table 2: Media and Fear of Right-Wing Extremists

Tables two and three show that certain media outlets also play
a significant role in the public’s perception of and concern for
right and left-wing extremists. Fox News, daytime talk shows,
talk radio shows, and social media all play a role in the
public’s concerns toward left-wing extremists. Likewise,
national newspapers, online news websites, Fox News,
MSNBC, talk radio shows, and social media play a significant
role in the public’s perception of right-wing extremists.
Additionally, the majority of statistically significant media
outlets appear to increase viewers’ concerns for the threats
posed by both left-wing and right-wing extremists, however
both Fox News and social media contribute to a large decrease
in their viewers’ fears toward right-wing extremists.

H 3: Media’s Role in America’s fear of Islamic
Extremists

*Significant at <.05

R Square = .059

*Significant at <.05

R Square = .140

H 3:

The data in table four indicates that national newspapers, Fox
News, and MSNBC each play a significant role in their
viewers’ fear of Islamic extremists. Additionally, while both
national newspapers and MSNBC appear to contribute to a
decrease in their viewers’ level of concern, Fox News
contributes to a dramatic increase in their viewers’ fear of
Islamic extremists.

Conclusions

Table 4: Media and Fear of Islamic Extremists

*Significant at <.05

R Square = .127

Table 2: Media and Fear of Left-Wing Extremists

*Significant at <.05

R Square = .068

• Media plays a significant role in variations within
perceptions of terrorism and levels of concern for
personal safety.
• Media can cultivate varying perspectives on the
threats posed to the general American public by left
and right-wing extremists.
• Different media sources can play a crucial role in
both an increase and decrease in the public’s fear of
Islamic extremists.
• The political narratives that media outlets cater to
create disparities in the public’s perception of the
risks of terrorism and who is causing them.
References
Bader, C., Day, L. E., & Gordon, A. Chapman Survey of American Fears, Wave 5, 2018.
Bader, C., Day, L. E., & Gordon, A. Chapman Survey of American Fears, Wave 8, 2022.
Bjelopera, Jerome P. “Domestic Terrorism: An Overview.” Congressional Research Service, 21 Aug 2017.
Espocito, John L, and Dalia Mogahed. “What Makes a Radical?” Who Speaks for Islam?, New York, NY, Gallup
Press, 2007, pp. 65-99.
Mingxiao Sui et. al. “U.S. News Coverage of Global Terrorist Incidents.” Mass Communication and Society, vol. 20, no. 6,
2017, pp 895-908.
Nellis, A, and Joanne Savage. “Does Watching the News Affect Fear of Terrorism? The Importance of Media Exposure on
Terrorism Fear.” Crime & Delinquency, 2012, vol. 58, no. 5, 2012, pp 748–768.
Silva, Jason R. et. al. “Addressing the Myths of Terrorism in America.” International Criminal Justice Review, vol. 30, no. 3,
2020, pp. 302-324.
Silverman, Daniel, Kent, Daniel, and Christopher Gelpi. “Putting Terror in Its Place: An Experiment on Mitigating Fears of
Terrorism among the American Public.” Journal of Conflict Resolution, vol. 66, no. 2, 2022, pp 191-216.
Snook, Daniel W. et. al. “The Politics of Perception: Political Preference Strongly Associated with Different
Perceptions
of Islamist and Right-Wing Terrorism Risk.” Terrorism and Political Violence, 2022.
Vohryzek-Bolden, Miki. “Right-Wing Terrorists and the Threats they Pose for Americans in the 21st Century.” Humboldt
Journal of Social Relations, vol. 27, no. 2, 2003, pp. 53-98

